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Magneis for Peaple

Planning the Parks Alonrr Pennsylvama Avenue

By Benjamm For'rey

* The greening' of Pennsylvania Av- .
enue contmues even as early snows
arrive. |

Landscape archxtects are putting
final touches on the design for John
Marshall Park across the boulevard

from the National Galiery of Art.

Construction will begin next month..
Staff people in the offices of the
Pennsylvania Avenue Development

Cityscape

Corporation (PADC) also are refin-

ing concepts that will govern the de-
sign of Market Square, the large
plaza across from the National Ar-
chives, and Indiana Plaza, an infor-
mal park nearby. Construction on
those projects will bevm in - early
1953.

At 14th Street and the avenue the
PADC continues to fiddle with Rob-
ert Venturi's Western Plaza, the
platform-map of the District’s mon-
umental core. Some lively improve-
ments may be made there next year.

And then, even as he packs up his
office in preparation for his move to
San Francisco (where he will cross

the bridge- into private enterprise),

PADC executive director Andrew -
Barnes still finds himself making :
little changes in the strings of lights |

— he calls them “Tivoli hghts"

adornmg the honey locust trees clus-
“tered in Pérshing "Park at 15th :
“ Street and the avenue. -

The point is to make Pershmg a

welcoming $pace even'in wintertime,

and at night. To that end the
rectangular pond in the center of the
park has been: converted into an ice- :
skating rink. For the -hext few |,
skaters will be welcome -

months,
from -lunchtime through early eve-

ning during the work week and from -
morning to. evenmg on - weekends, :

with special “moonlight” sessions on
Fridays, Saturdays and holidays. -

Admittedly it still .i5. a matter of

years before Pennsylvania Avenue

becomes the magnet for people “day .

and night and emphasmng night”
foreseen hy Max Berry, chairman of
the. board,” and others associated
with the PADC, but things are mav-
ing rapldly Next year, including new
sidewalk (3, trees, street furnishings
and the parks, the corporation will
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commit more than $11 million to the
-~ .construcnon of strect improvements. -

The parks ere.a crucial part..of -

+ boulevard. The idea of scattering

C e e >

»i-quite different; was developed when

PN

+ ;-ceremonial street was scuttled in the

wfive of them along the avenue, each’

" “this vision of humanizing the great

i+ the first of the modern plans for the -

. early 1970s.. Symmetry and monu-

. mentality were the watchwords of

at

~

destroyed the Willard and Washing-

“ings.

- Plaza have been built. Conceived as
a .tandemt of opposites — the flat
-‘open platform of Western Plaza
- playing to Pershing’s multi-leveled
* textures — they speak dn'ectly to

- streét. More intimate in scale-and
.ot so centrally Jocated, Marshall

<to the east and north. ..

- ~—

this, there is a clear family resem-
_blance between the spaces: Each s
rather formal, linear and rectangular
in plan. When asked about this, Ron
Eichner, the PADC project manager

_'yes, the architects tried all ‘sorts of
“curves and circles, but in the end,
='somﬂhow, they didn’t seem to fit”
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- Each of these spaces was formed
',"by different designers for different .
+sites with different needs. Despite’

. .the original scheme, and accordingly -
*its parks were grandiose. The vista
;-from the Capitol to the [Treasury
- Building was to terminate in a great .
'National Square ‘that would have

- ton hotels, among many other buxld ’

Pershmg Park and the Westem ..

r o;dxnary human experience .in the =
“"more or less ordmary lanvuage of the

Park promises to be an inviting oasis '

. for visitors to the National Gallery -
.;and for.workers in-the complex of .
“courts and District offi ice bulldmgs

“for Marshall Park, responded, “Oh, -

i+ Thus does the long shadow ‘of -
,Charles Pierre L'Enfant, the cxtys‘-
- Tirst desigrer, continue to fall upon |

“all who try to fit spaces into his

“grand plan. This'is not necessarily a

good thing; misunderstood, it often

i leads to’ outrageous pomposxty — ,tb



Parks Along the Avenue

wit, the absurd scale of the National .
Square. But, so far, in the case of the

Pennsylvania Avenue parks, it has
tempered egocentric creativity with a -
. certain crisp discipline (which doubt-
less also reflects the influence of Sa-
saki. Associates, general. landscape
consultants to the PADC). -
" Marshall Park, designed by Caml
R. Johnson & Assocxates of Cam- '

bridge, Mass., and situated between _
the U.S. Court Building and the new
Canadian Embassy site, will consist .

-of a series of three rectilinear. fer-. .
" races stepping gradually up the gen-
tle slope from Pennsylvania Avenue; -
“to C Street NW. It will take- the”
place of the existing north- south
" street, John Marshall Place.

The sequence is beautlfully'mod-;::
ulated. Each space will be quite dis-
- tinct — two formally planted gran-. -

ite-paved platforms ‘surrounding a:
- grassy mini-mall — and yet the flow
from one to the other is effortlessly
handled. Each space in its way will
.tempt - pedestrians° to dally - for
minutes or hours. Careful attention

“has been paid to seating, with a va:

_riety of benches, chairs and sittable

stairs, although the designers do play .

it cute with their idea of putting a :

couple ‘of life-size bronze chess play- :

ers on the northern terrace. . -
Basically, though, the design is an

ingenious intermingling of Washing-

ton formality and ~ English- garden
informality. The city’s famous sight.

lines are rigidly respected — its ar--
chitectural centerpiece is the engag- -

ingly circumspect. old City Hall

building two blocks to the north —

and yet the density of plantings on

the edges of the park will, in txme,

act as an alluring foil.

At the other ena of the avenue
'the ‘designers of Pershing Park—
Jerome Lindsey of Washington and :/
.M. Paul Friedberg and Partners o‘ i

New York — defuse the’ potential |.

"stlffness of their park with a multi- it

leveled -pinwheel plan- that  spins
around the rectangu.lar pool/ice-
skating rink. With its sequence of
sloping green areas, cascading stairs
and openterraces, Pershing Park is
infact a state-of-the-art demonstra

-tion of the lessons landscape archi- -

tects have gradually been relearnma
about urban parks. ‘

To be- sure -there is a certam'

.gracelessness in the design, especial-

ly apparent in the two buildings on .
the site: an oddly off-putting steel-

.and-plastic- glass cupola . structure -

where food is clerved and a lumpy

‘stone’ “building” that :ddes double .

duty as;a summertime fountain and
open-sesame wintertime house for
the ice-cleaning machine. To com-
pare -these buildings ' to - Frederick
Law -+ Olmsted's: wonderful spring

‘grotto on the Capitol grounds is to .

recognize just how far .the skill hay'
gone. Until it returns, landscape ar-
chitects’ would: be. well advised to
collaborate with architect architects
to do the buildings'in their parks.

Pershmg Park is not, visually, an
-elating space, but in the end this will -
hardly matter. It will become one of
the more active and interesting out.
-door spaces in the city -because it
was superbly designed to attract and
to accommodate people®-in large
numbers. Although quite different in
most respects from Rockefeller Plaza -
in New York, it promises to become
our Rockefeller Plaza. As William 8. .

_grand visual role to 'Western Plaza, | -
.. thing here is that although architect
~stripped his design of two essential
,elements. Of his three-level plan|-
. — a map of the Avenue and its sur-
“form, models of the Capitol and the
“the vista and to fix our sense of the

_scale of the great space i only ‘the
. base got blult .

at the resulting problem. Recently, it

*the -park. If the PADC board can:

next door to Pershing Park. The sad |

Robert. Venturi brilliantly responded
to the challenge the PADC -board

round engraved into the plaza plat-|

White House at the appropriate
places, and two high pylons to frame

Workmg with the archxtect the
- PADC staff continues to plug away.,

prepared for the board a scheme to
build the model structures on the
. site and to substitute flagpoles, ‘at
“least” temporarily, for the pylons.
The flagpole idea needs, rethinking,
~ but the buildings will do wonders for

muster the courage to go forward:
with Venturi's ongmal scheme, or a
close echo of it, it will be domg ltself
and usa great favor.

Even as it is, we are bemg glven ,
ﬁve tremendous gifts in these parks
~ along the avenue. The whole scheme, -
including not only design but cre-’
ative xdeas about uses and activities !

~as well, is a model of sophxstlcated

enlightened, realistic urban planning,”
The parks will do a lot to temper the’

. massive mediocrity of much of the

new architecture along the avenue,
and they can only get better as the
years goby. .~

White has pointed out, the success R A -—-

of that famous. urban. space is the:
result of a combination of events:
“The show 'goes- on at ground - level
where people are eating or skatin,.
and the show attracts and entertains.
thousands of others. With its clever
succession of' tiers, each with a good-

view of the show, Pershing Park \vx.l ,

‘succeed in much the same way.

In any case, the revised Pennsyl :

_.J

wama "Avenue plan’ assxgned the



